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[57] ABSTRACT 
Edge detecting masks each having a sensing directivity 
to a speci?c direction are arranged with each directivity 
direction shifted by a given angular interval from the 
neighboring masks. A sum-of-prodticts computation is 
performed between weighting elements in each of the 
so-arranged masks and image data indicating the bright 
ness or tint of respective pixels. A selecting device se 
lects a mask which exhibits the maximum sum-of 
products output value among others and also selects 
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EDGE DETECTING APPARATUS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 
This invention relates to an apparatus for detecting an 

edge appearing in a picture, and more speci?cally to an 
edge detecting apparatus for detecting a white line on a 
road based on the image information of the road surface 
in order to implement automatic driving of a vehicle. 

2. Description of the Related Art 
Guiding information is necessary when a vehicle is 

automatically driven along a road. For this purpose, a 
white line on the road is an important information 
source. The vehicle can be automatically driven along 
the road with the guidance given by the white line, 
unless the white line has not been discontinued due to 
construction work or the like. 
To this end, the road surface marked with a white line 

is ?rst photographed with a video camera. Then, the 
white line may be recognized on the video screen by 
detecting an edge, that is, a sudden difference in the 
brightness or tint across the border of the normal road 
surface and white line. 
Methods of recognizing an edge in an image remain a 

?eld which is rapidly developing as a part of an image 
analysis and processing technique applied to images 
from a satellite, etc. In this ?eld, a variety of methods 
have been developed up to date (See, for example, A. 
Rosenfeld and A. Kak, “Digital Picture Processing”, 
Academic Press, 1976). 
Among the methods referred to above, there is 

known one called a SOBEL’s operator. This is used to 
determine a primary differential value (gradient) indica 
tive of variations in X- or Y-direction in the brightness 
or tint of a picture. 
FIG. 11 shows a pair of SOBEL’s operators. The 

operators are respectively of a mask M]; for determin 
ing a gradient in a horizontal (X) direction and a mask 
MV for determining a gradient in a vertical (Y) direc 
tion. Each operator is provided with weighting ele 
ments in a 3 X 3 matrix. The intensity of the gradient in 
the horizontal or vertical direction is determined by 
performing a sum-of-products operation between re 
spective weighting elements in each mask and the signal 
intensity I of pixels at corresponding positions of re 
spective weighting elements in the mask. Then, the 
angle of a gradient vector with respect to the X-axis can 
be determined as follows: 

The direction of an edge is normal to the direction of 
the so-determined gradient vector. However, this 
method is highly susceptible to noise because each mask 
is only 3X3 in size. 
There is also known a template method. According 

to this method, a plurality of gradient detecting masks 
called templates, each having sensing directivity in a 
speci?c direction ?xed to each, are provided. The sum 
of-products operation with an image is performed on 
each template. Then, the direction in which a certain 
template has produced the maximum output among 
others is selected to be the direction of the gradient 
vector and the output value obtained by that template is 
taken as the intensity of the gradient vector. Similar 
template methods have also been proposed by ROBIN 
SON, PREWITT, KIRSCH (See G. S. Robinson, 
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2 
“Edge Detection by Compass Gradient Masks”, CGIP, 
Vol. 6, pp. 492-501 (1977); J. M. S. Prewitt, “Object 
Enhancement and Extraction,” in Picture Processing and 
Psychopictories, B. S. Lipkin and A. Rosen?eld (eds.), 
Academic Press, New York, 1970; and R. A. Kirsch, 
“Computer Determination of the Constituent Structure 
of Biological Images,” Computers and Biomedical Re 
search, Vol. 4, No. 3, pp. 315-328 (June 1979)). 
An improvement over a simple operator in suscepti 

bility to noise has been attained in the template methods 
referred to above due to the use of a plurality of tem 
plates each having the sensing directivity, however, 
these methods still have drawbacks that they tend to 
undergo the in?uence of noise as they employ 3 X 3 type 
templates. 
There has also been proposed a method of detecting 

an edge in which a signal indicative of the brightness or 
tint of the original image is blurred by a GAUSSIAN 
function, and then, a secondary differential of the 
blurred image is calculated by VZG (where V2 repre 
sents a Laplacian operator and G represents a GAUSS 
IAN function). This method attains an improvement in 
the susceptibility to noise but has a problem of a poor 
ability of detecting edges arranged at narrow intervals 
because each mask is big in size. 
A HOUGH conversion method is generally used to 

determine a straight line from signals indicative of 
edges, which have been detected by use of the various 
techniques referred to above. 

First of all, pixels arranged on a candidate straight 
line representative of the edge are extracted from the 
original image by use of the edge detecting operators. 
Then, each of pixels is given a set of coordinates (x,, y,-) 
in an x-y plane, and all the loci p=x,- cos a+y,- sin a 
each corresponding to each set of the coordinates (x,-, y,-) 
are counted up in a p-a plane, where p is the length of 
a perpendicular from the origin to the candidate straight 
line, and a is an angle between the perpendicular and 
X-axis. If a straight line represented by p0=xcosae 
+ ysinao exists in the given image, then all the loci in the 
p-a plane representing the pixels on the straight line are 
duplicated at a point (p0, a0) and a peak count should 
occur at that point. Thus, by detecting that peak count, 
the straight line representative of the edge can be deter 
mined. 
Any straight line can be detected by the HOUGH 

conversion method in principle, even if the straight line 
is discontinued. However, in order for this method to 
work satisfactorily, the straight line should be suf? 
ciently long and located sufficiently distant from others. 
In a case where a number of straight lines are arranged 
in parallel adjacent to each other at narrow intervals, 
this method tends to bring about erroneous or fake 
candidates, as illustrated in FIG. 12. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

With the foregoing problems in view, it is an object of 
the present invention to provide an edge detecting ap 
paratus capable of determining the direction of each 
edge with high accuracy without being affected by 
noise. 

In order to achieve the above object, there is pro 
vided an edge detecting apparatus which comprises 
edge detecting means comprising a plurality of edge 
detecting masks, each having a sensing directivity to a 
speci?c direction ?xed to each and arranged with each 
directivity direction shifted by a given angular interval 
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from the neighboring masks; edge output selecting 
means for selecting an edge detecting mask exhibiting 
the maximum output among other edge detecting masks 
of said edge detecting means and selecting a predeter 
mined number of edge detecting masks disposed before 
and behind said selected edge detecting mask from said 
edge detecting means; and edge direction estimating 
means for estimating a true direction of the edge on the 
basis of angles at which the respective edge detecting 
masks selected by said edge output selecting means are 
directed and the output values of said selected respec 
tive edge detecting masks. 
The respective edge detecting masks can be arranged 

so as to be shifted by an angular interval which falls 
within a tan—1(width/length) determined based on the 
aspect ratio of each mask. Each edge detecting mask is 
provided with weighting elements arranged in a rectan 
gular matrix. A sum-of-products operation is performed 
between respective weighting elements in each mask 
and image data indicative of the brightness or tint of 
respective pixels at corresponding positions of the 
weighting elements. 
The edge output selecting means selects the edge 

detecting mask which exhibits the maximum sum-of 
products value among others. Further, the edge output 
selecting means can also select two or three more edge 
detecting masks other than the already selected edge 
detecting mask. The edge direction estimating means 
performs an interpolation calculation using angles at 
which the selected edge detecting masks are directed 
and the sum-of-products output values of the selected 
respective masks to thereby estimate a true edge direc 
tion. 
The above and other objects, features and advantages 

of the present invention will become apparent from the 
following description and the appended claims, taken in 
conjunction with the accompanying drawings in which 
a preferred embodiment of the present invention is 
shown by way of illustrative example. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing an image process 
ing apparatus according to the present invention; 
FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating an edge detect 

ing apparatus according to the present invention; 
FIG. 3 is a view for describing an edge detecting 

mask according to the present invention; 
FIG. 4 is a view for explaining an angle between the 

edge detecting mask and the edge; 
FIG. 5 is a view for describing the relationship be 

tween the angle with respect to an edge detecting mask 
and the intensity of an output from the edge detecting 
mask; 
FIG. 6 is an explanatory view of selecting edge de 

tecting masks whose angles and output values are used 
for interpolation; 
FIG. 7 is a block diagram describing an interpolation 

procedure for estimating the true direction of the edge; 
FIG. 8 is a view illustrating a four-point interpolation 

method based on a cross-point where two straight line 
segments intersect; 
FIG. 9 is a view comparing the mean errors in the 

edge angle detected by various methods; 
FIG. 10 is a view comparing the variances of errors 

in the edge angle detected by various methods; 
FIG. 11 is a view illustrating a pair of SOBEL’s oper 

ators; and 
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4 
FIG. 12 is a view showing improper line segment 

candidates selected in the HOUGH conversion method. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

An image processing apparatus according to the pres 
ent invention will hereinafter be described with refer 
ence to the accompanying drawings. 
FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing one example of the 

structure of an image processing apparatus according to 
the present invention. 

Referring to FIG. 1, an image signal indicative of an 
object is obtained by an imaging apparatus 10. The 
signal is processed by the image processing apparatus 
12, where information about a white line drawn on a 
road is detected. The detected information is outputted 
from a processed image output apparatus 14. An object 
of the present invention is to propose an edge detecting 
apparatus 20 to be employed in the image processing 
apparatus 12. FIG. 2 shows the structure of the edge 
detecting apparatus 20. 
The edge detecting apparatus 20 comprises n edge 

detecting masks 22a through 22n, a maximum direction 
detecting circuit 24 and an interpolation circuit 26. 
Now, a rectangular mask M is shown in FIG. 3, 

which is one of the n edge detecting masks 220 through 
22n. In the mask M, weighting elements --1, —1, 0, 1, 1 
are arranged in a W X L rectangular matrix, and a sum 
of-products operation is performed between these 
weighting elements and image data indicative of the 
brightness or tint of respective pixels at corresponding 
positions of the respective weighting elements. With a 
rectangular mask M whose size is 5 X21, susceptibility 
to noise is improved by about 11 dB as compared with 
the SOBEL’s 3X3 operator. 
The mask M attains the maximum sum-of-products 

value when the edge to be detected is placed at the 
center of the mask along its longitudinal direction. 
Thus, the mask M exhibits a sharp sensing directivity in 
the longitudinal direction thereof. When the edge to be 
detected is placed aslant at the center of the mask with 
an angle 9 as shown in FIG. 4, the sum-of-products 
value (hereinafter called an “intensity” or simply “I”) 
decreases from its maximum as the angle 9 increases, as 
shown in FIG. 5. 
Assuming that 9 does not exceed a value calculated 

by tan"1(W/L), where W is the width of, and L is the 
length of the mask M, the intensity I is given by the 
following equation: 

1= (L/2){ W— (L/2) tan 9} (2) 

For W=5, L=2l, for example, tan—1(W/L)=13.4°, 
and for a 6 smaller than 13.4", the equation (2) is rewrit 
ten as follows (With an error of less than 1%, for 
9= 10°): 

I=(L/2) {W-(L/Z)9} (3) 

If 9 becomes greater than the tan—1(W/L), the inten 
sity I is given by the following equation: 

I=(W2/4) tan (rr/Z-G) (4) 

In the present invention, the n edge detecting masks 
22a through 22n, each being identical to the mask M 
shown in FIG. 3, are arranged with respective longitu 
dinal directions shifted by a given angular interval from 
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the neighboring ones. The angle at which i-th mask is 
placed with respect to a reference direction (e. g. Y-axis) 
is called a “mask direction” and denoted by 0,3. A mask 
at its mask direction 0,; is also called a “mask 0,3”. Then, 
each mask disposed in this manner and image data are 
subjected to the sum-of-products operation to ?nd 
which mask outputs the maximum intensity among oth 
ers. 

The true direction of the edge is then obtained by an 
interpolation calculation with reference to the mask 
directions and intensities of masks disposed before and 
behind the mask which is outputting the maximum in 
tensity. 
Now, assume as an embodiment of the invention that 

three masks are placed in respective mask directions 
(L1, 00 and 61 and an edge exists in the direction be 
tween 00 and 01, and that the output intensities of re 
spective masks are represented by I_1, IQ and I1 as 
shown in FIG. 6. The maximum direction detecting 
circuit 24 shown in FIG. 2 compares the respective 
output intensities of the n edge detecting masks 22a 
through 22n, and in this particular case of FIG. 6, ?nds 
that the mask 00 is outputting the intensity 10 which is 
the maximum among others. The maximum direction 
detecting circuit 24 further examines the intensities I_1 
and 11 of masks which lie next to the mask 00 referred to 
above. 

Next, 0_1, 00 and 01 with 1-1, I0 and 11 are transmit 
ted to the interpolation circuit 26 shown in FIG. 2. The 
interpolation circuit 26 determines a direction 0", for 
estimating a peak output Im in accordance with formula 
(5) or (7), and decides a coef?cient a employed in the 
interpolation formulas in accordance with formula (6) 
or (8). Incidentally, the maximum output intensity IO in 
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this case and the peak output 1,, obtained as a result of 35 
the interpolation calculation are normally different 
from each other. 
When I_1 is smaller than 11, the following equations 

are ?rst established: 

When L1 is larger than 11, the following equations are 
obtained: 

m=90—(I-1—Ii)(9o—9-1)/{2(I0—I1)} (7) 

H=(I1 —Io)/(91 —6o) (8) 

The peak output I", is given as follows: 

Im=a(0m—00)+l0 (9) 

These procedures are illustrated in FIG. 7. 
There can be various alternative interpolating meth 

ods other than that described above. Hereinafter a four 
point interpolation method as another embodiment will 
be described, which makes use of a cross point of two 
straight line segments on a 0-1 space, as shown in FIG. 
8. 
Here is assumed a linearly decreasing characteristic in 

the output before and after the peak output value of a 
mask with respect to the existence angle of the edge, 
which is the same as that shown in FIG. 5 or 6. 
Assume that the intensities of sum-of-products in the 

masks (L1, 00, 01 and 02 are respectively given by I_1, 
I0, I1, and 1; among the n masks lying in the respective 
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6 
directions, and that the mask 00 exhibits the maximum 
intensity of all. Two straight line segments can be 
drawn in a 0-1 plane, one of which is a ?rst straight line 
segment de?ned by connecting two points (0_1, I_1) 
and (00, I0) and the other is a second one de?ned by 
connecting other two points (01, I1) and (02, 1;). Then, 
a direction 0", in which a peak value of output is at 
tained and the peak output value Im at 0," are given as a 
cross point (0,", 1",) of the above-stated two straight line 
segments. 
The equations for the ?rst straight line segment de 

?ned by connecting the two points (0_1, I_1) and (60, 
I0) and for the second straight line segment de?ned by 
joining the two points (01, I1) and (62, 12) are respec 
tively given as follows: 

I = 010 + b1 (12) 
where, 
81 = (1-1 — Io)/(9-i — 90), 

b] = IQ — 0100 

I = 620 + b2 (13) 
where, 
a2 = (I1 — I2)/(91 — 02), 

b2 = 11 — ‘1291 

then, the point (0,", I,,,) where the two straight line 
segments intersect is given by the following equations: 

The principle on which the edge detecting apparatus 
according to the present invention works and the re 
spective methods for effecting the interpolation calcula 
tions have been described. 
FIG. 9 shows the mean error in the edge angles, 

which have been detected in accordance with the SO 
BEL, VZG and the present invention (?rst embodi 
ment), respectively. Edges added with noise are pro 
cessed in accordance with the respective methods, and 
the mean differences for the respective methods be 
tween the true edge angles and the detected angles are 
shown. It is understood from FIG. 11 that the mean 
error according to the present invention is kept small 
even in a low S/N ratio environment. 
FIG. 10 illustrates the variance of errors in the edge 

angles which have been detected in accordance with 
SOBEL, VZG and the present invention (?rst embodi 
ment), respectively. It is understood from FIG. 10 that 
the variance of errors according to the present inven 
tion is kept small even in a low S/N ratio environment. 
According to the present invention, as has been de 

scribed above, rectangular masks each having the sharp 
sensing directivity to edges extending in a speci?c di 
rection are combined together. The results of outputs of 
the masks are then interpolated to thereby determine a 
true edge direction. The edge detecting apparatus is 
therefore hard to undergo the in?uence of noise. Fur 
ther, the angle of each edge can be determined with 
high accuracy. 
Having now fully described the invention, it will be 

apparent to those skilled in the art that many changes 
and modi?cation can be made without departing from 
the spirit or scope of the invention as set forth herein. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An edge detecting apparatus comprising: 
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video camera means for generating an image of a road 
surface, said image including at least one boundary 
of said road surface; 

means for converting said image into image data 
comprising an array of image pixels; 5 

edge detecting means for detecting a position of an 
edge of said boundary of said road surface, said 
edge detecting means comprising 
a plurality of edge detecting masks, each of said 
edge detecting masks comprising an identical 
matrix of weighting coef?cients, said edge de 
tecting masks being imposed over said array of 
image pixels at differing angular orientations 
with respect to said array of image pixels, 
wherein the angular orientation of each edge 
detecting mask is shifted by a given angular in 
terval from another said edge detecting mask, 

10 

15 

and 
calculating means for performing a sum-of- 20 

products operation between respective 
weighting coefficients in each edge detecting 
mask and a signal intensity of said image pixels 
located at corresponding positions of said re 
spective weighting coefficients, and producing 25 
respective output values for each of said edge 
detecting masks; 

edge output selecting means for selecting an edge 
detecting mask exhibiting a maximum output 
value from among said edge detecting masks and 
selecting a predetermined number of edge de 
tecting masks disposed before and behind the 
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edge detecting mask exhibiting the maximum 
output value; and 

interpolating circuit means for estimating by inter 
polation a true direction of the edge on the basis 
of angles at which the respective edge detecting 
masks selected by said edge output selecting 
means are disposed with respect to said array of 
image pixels and by the output values of the 
selected respective edge detecting masks. 

2. An edge detecting apparatus according to claim 1, 
wherein said angular interval is less than or equal to 
tan‘-1 w/l, where w is a width and l is a length of said 
edge detecting masks. 

3. An edge detecting apparatus according to claim 1, 
wherein said predetermined number of edge detecting 
masks is two, and two edge detecting masks disposed 
adjacent to the edge detecting mask exhibiting the maxi 
mum output value among other edge detecting masks 
are selected. 

4. An edge detecting apparatus according to claim 1, 
wherein said predetermined number of edge detecting 
masks is three, and two edge detecting masks adjacent 
to the edge detecting mask exhibiting the maximum 
output value among the other edge detecting masks are 
selected, and further, one edge detecting mask adjacent 
to the edge detecting mask exhibiting a bigger output 
value of the above-selected two edge detecting masks is 
selected. 

5. The edge detecting apparatus of claim 1, wherein 
said boundary of said road surface comprises a line on 
said road surface. 

* * * * * 


